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This article is provided by the 
Ancient Tree Forum, which 
champions the biological, cultural 
and heritage value of Britain’s 
ancient and veteran trees, and gives 
advice on their management at 
www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk.

Veteran trees and 
bats: does size 
matter?
Jim Mullholland

Veteran trees are extremely valuable 
for wildlife. They are living ecosystems 
which support a huge variety of 
life including fungi, invertebrates, 
epiphytes, birds, mammals and even 
reptiles and amphibians. 

This article looks at what we know about 
the types of trees bats choose to roost in, 
challenges some preconceptions which 
pose a risk to bats and arborists alike, and 
provides some recommendations to help 
arborists minimise the risk of contravening 
the legal protection bats receive during 
their day-to-day work.

The ‘bat tree’
If I were to say ‘Picture a tree which is likely 
to support roosting bats’, most arborists 
would undoubtedly picture a tree like 
that shown in image 1. This veteran oak 
contains a multitude of habitat features 
including cavities of various sizes, broken 
limbs with decaying wood retained, splits, 
sap runs and flaking bark to name a few. 
This tree is home to a rare species of 
bat: the barbastelle bat. It is clear to even 
the casual observer that this tree has 
enormous ecological value, and not just 
because it is home for a colony of bats.

But do trees need to grow to such a great 
size and age to provide suitable roosting 
opportunities for bats? In short, no, they 
do not.

Ancient vs veteran trees
Before we go any further I think it would be 
useful to provide some definitions:

ancient – A tree that has passed beyond 
maturity and is old, or aged, in comparison 
with other trees of the same species. 
Typical characteristics of an ancient tree 
are: a retrenching crown or a crown that 
has ‘grown downwards’, a trunk with a 
large girth and a trunk which is hollow or 
hollowing.

veteran – A tree that is of interest 
biologically, culturally or aesthetically 
because of its age, size or condition. In 
relation to wildlife habitat, a veteran tree 
is a survivor that has developed some of 
the features found on an ancient tree, as a 
consequence not necessarily of time but 
of its life or environment.1. Veteran oak supporting colony of barbastelle bats.
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All ancient trees are veterans, but not all 
veterans are old enough to be ancient. 
In this article we are looking at trees with 
regard to their value for roosting bats and 
therefore I will use the term veteran from 
hereon in to describe a tree with habitat 
value.

How old or large does a 
veteran tree need to be to 
support roosting bats?

Picture 1 shows a veteran tree with 
a large girth (diameter at 1.5m = 
approximately 2m). However, out of the 
huge quantity of wood of which the tree 
is comprised, the space occupied by 
the bats is very small – no larger than 
a box of Cadbury’s chocolate fingers. 
Given the limited space occupied by the 
bats in this example, it is clear that it is 
not necessary for the tree to be large to 
support roosting bats. 

To illustrate this point, picture 2 shows a 
sycamore which also contains a roost of 
barbastelle bats. This tree is much smaller 
(diameter at 1.5m = 340mm) but still has 
sufficient space to provide a roost for 
these bats. 

Due to the small size of the tree in picture 
2, its importance may not be as readily 
apparent. However, this tree is capable of 
supporting roosting bats. The presence 
of habitat features (hollow trunk and 
roots, decaying wood, etc.) make this tree 
biologically interesting and it could also be 
considered a veteran despite its small size. 

The key when trying to assess whether a 
tree offers suitable roosting opportunities 
for bats is to focus on the habitat provided, 
termed potential roost features (PRFs) for 
bats, irrespective of the size and age of 
the tree itself. If there are suitable PRFs 
present, then the tree has potential to 
support roosting bats. Picture 3 shows 
the smallest tree currently recorded on the 
national database of tree roosts1 which has 
a diameter at 1.5m of 85mm and picture 4 
shows how it is not just trees that can be 
used by roosting bats – this hazel stool 
contains a suitable PRF.

Some basic bat biology
When considering whether a tree is able 
to support roosting bats it is useful to 

1  Bat Tree Habitat Key Database (www.
battreehabitatkey.co.uk).

understand some basic biology of UK bat 
species.

Firstly, UK bat species are small. The 
smallest is of a comparable size to 
an AA battery, whilst the largest is no 
bigger than a Mars bar (this size gauge 
may need to be revised if chocolate 
manufacturers continue to reduce the 
size of their products!). Therefore, if it is 
possible to conceal something the size of 
an AA battery in a PRF (cavity, split, etc.), 
it is large enough to support a roosting 
bat. 

Secondly, bats show a strong 
preference for roost sites with a narrow 
access point (can be as small as 1cm 
wide). It is likely that this provides some 
protection against predators – small 
entrances restrict what else can access 
the roost. There are also benefits in 
situations where bats want to protect 
a resource from other bats, such as 
a male bat protecting a harem of 
females from other males; by wedging 
themselves through small gaps and 
then sitting just inside the entrance, a 
bat can protect a single entrance from 
competitors in the same way a castle 
has tall walls and a moat so that any 

2. Young sycamore used by barbastelle and Natterer’s bats. 3. Small field maple, the smallest tree known to support a roosting bat.
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would-be assailants get funnelled in through just 
one entrance rather than being able to attack from 
all sides. 

With the above facts considered it becomes clear that 
even small trees with habitat features can be of value 
to roosting bats, especially individual bats. Picture 
5 shows a sycamore (diameter at 1.5m = 110mm) 
with an opening measuring only a few centimetres 
which has been home to both brown long-eared and 
Natterer’s bats at different times of the year.

Implications for arborists
Wildlife assessments form part of the day-to-day 
process for most arborists, in a similar way that site-
specific risk assessments are undertaken for each job. 
However, because of the secretive nature of bats and 
the misinformation that has surrounded bat roosts in 
trees (i.e. size of trees used by bats) this process may 
currently be misguided.

To ensure arborists meet their legal duties with 
regard to bats, it is recommended that a staged 
assessment process, as described in industry 
guidance2, be employed to illustrate a robust 
assessment has been undertaken. This staged 
process involves: i) a preliminary ground-based 

2  Arboricultural Association’s Guidance Note 1: Bats in the 
context of tree work operations or BS8596:2016 Surveying for 
bats in trees and woodland – Guide.

4. Hazel stool supporting a brown long-eared bat. 5. Young sycamore used by brown long-eared and Natterer’s bats.

6. Veteran oak supporting common pipistrelle, soprano pipistrelle and noctule 
bats.
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News  
update
Historic England commits to safeguarding 
ancient trees through ATF’s Concordat
Historic England, the public body that looks after England’s 
historic environment, is the latest signatory to the Ancient Tree 
Forum’s Concordat. Organisations which own and manage 
ancient and other veteran trees are encouraged to sign up to the 
Concordat to demonstrate their commitment to safeguarding 
our ancient and veteran trees and ensuring we have future 
generations of them. 

Spring field meeting in Sussex
The Ancient Tree Forum will be holding its annual spring event 
at Dallington Forest in East Sussex on Thursday 9 March. The 
site is one of the most remote large forests in the south-east 
of England, and part of it is designated as a Site of Special 
Scientific Interest (SSSI). There is ghyll woodland (native 
woodland on steep-sided valleys), with ancient and other 
veteran beech trees and patches of ancient coppice. Themes 
for discussion will include the history and archaeology of the site 
and how it informs the management, the continuity of ancient 

trees, and the management of ancient beech and coppice. 
Booking is essential and further details are available on the 
website.

Ancient Tree Forum in Wales

Our local group in Wales has organised some fantastic field 
visits across the region (their launch event at Dinefwr is pictured), 
but help is now needed to plan and organise the events 
programme for 2017. If you would like get involved with the Welsh 
group or any other local or regional Ancient Tree Forum group 
you will find contact details on our website.

www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk

assessment which identifies PRFs 
visible from ground level; ii) where trees 
contain PRFs visible from the ground, 
a secondary aerial assessment of all 
PRFs to establish suitability to support 

roosting bats; and iii) where evidence of 
bats has been identified or the presence 
of bats cannot be ruled out during the 
second stage, a specialist assessment 
undertaken by a bat ecologist.

For the staged assessment to be effective 
it should be undertaken on all trees 
worked on, irrespective of age and size, 
and focus on any PRFs present; it is the 
PRF which determines whether bats can 
be present not the size or age of the tree. 
In addition, it should be borne in mind 
that a tree can support more than one 
PRF and therefore potentially more than 
one bat roost. Picture 6 shows a veteran 
oak which supports three different bat 
roosts.

There are a number of training providers 
who run courses on the staged 
assessment process and inspection of 
PRFs to determine the likelihood of bats 
being present.  To ensure you and your 
staff are meeting your legal obligations 
it is essential that all those undertaking 
tree work are appropriately trained and 
undertake a systematic assessment for 
bats.

Jim Mullholland is the Training and 
Technical Officer for the Ancient Tree 
Forum, and he delivers training for the 
charity on valuing and managing veteran 
trees. Jim has a background in ecology 
and arboriculture, with a particular interest 
in bats. He has spent the last 11 years 
studying bats and runs the Tortworth Bat 
Project based at the Tortworth Estate, 
near Bristol. He can be contacted at: 
training@ancienttreeforum.co.uk.Veteran apple which is home to a Bechstein’s bat.


